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This qualitative research study explores how arts professionals prioritize the preservation 
of their born-digital new media artwork. It seeks to find if and how artists are involved in 
preservation work. The study also looks at the Covid-19 pandemic and if the production 
of more digital materials affects institutional decisions for future digital preservation 
projects and processes. Purposive sampling was used to select archivists, registrars and 
conservators working in arts organizations. Data was collected through both a survey and 
interview process. Emergent themes helped to conceptualize the priorities of these 
organizations looking to preserve their born-digital new media artwork.   
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There has been a recent shift in how artists are making their work and how it is 
being viewed. With the advent of the digital age, what constitutes a work of art has 
moved from traditional analog formats to a belief that art can “involve interactivity, 
networks, and computation and is often about process rather than objects.” (Graham & 
Cook, 2010) This begs the question, “What does preservation look like when the item is 
immaterial?” (Ippolito, 2001). New tools are needed to be able to care for these art works 
long-term. Traditional conservation strategies are being challenged. Works of art made 
using a variety of hardware and software paired with worries of technological 
obsolescence mean adopting new preservation plans and resource considerations (Rubio 
& Wharton 2020). The art world functions through a cycle of exhibiting, selling and 
collecting artwork which perpetually adds value to them. This value also contributes to 
the artist’s ability to gain traction and garner attention. There are many stakeholders 
wanting to preserve the works including gallerists, collectors, museum professionals and 
the artists themselves. This is where the worlds art and archives intersect (Thoma 
Foundation, 2017).  
This research study explores how arts organizations, including museums, galleries 
and digital platforms, prioritize the preservation of their born-digital new media art 
collections. Through a qualitative, mixed methods research approach, involving surveys 
and interviews, the scope of this paper will cover born-digital new media art and the 
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complexities surrounding its long-term preservation. The term new media 
“describes the sophisticated new technologies that have become available to artists since 
the late 1980s that can enable the digital production and distribution of art.” (Tate, n.d.) 
New media employs a wide array of technologies, including a variety of software, 
hardware, computer systems and the internet that all change over time. Version updates, 
among other things, complicate the future reliability of these technologies. Computer, 
virtual, and digital art all exist under the new media art umbrella. New media art can be 
difficult to define as it can encompass a huge range of materials and technologies. They 
are sometimes paired with more traditional mediums, such as painting and photography, 
which will be seen in this study. With this wide variety of materials and technologies 
being used in artwork, arts professionals are having to decide what parts of these works 
are most important to care for. Institutions are beginning to contend with a new wave of 
preservation concerns.  
An important addition to this research is recognizing the shift in institutional 
operations due to the Covid-19 pandemic. With the closure of many physical spaces, 
where art is viewed and experienced, institutions have had to pivot their access models. 
Traditional art experiences, including tours, exhibitions, and individual art works have 
been made virtual and accessible to a wider audience. The volume of born-digital content 
that institutions may want to preserve, both as a record of these times and their 
programming, is rapidly growing. The preservation of virtual experiences is even more 
important, given that the way their content is accessed and viewed could shift in years to 
come. Arts organizations must have a plan in place to be able to access and share what 
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they deem important for the legacy of their spaces, the artworks they own, and 
the artists they support.  
The goal of this study is not to develop specific guidelines or standards for 
organizations to consider. Rather, the goal is to review the priorities of like-minded 
organizations and to be a resource for similar initiatives. The study also seeks to find the 
roadblocks that arts professionals have to contend with and what they require in order to 
prioritize these fragile digital objects. Success is subjective and relies on varying 
measurements within each institution’s structure. This study provides detailed 
information on the realities of being able to preserve born-digital materials rather than 
ideal outcomes that are generally found in project management guidelines, digital 
lifecycle models, and workflow maps. It also provides considerations and contingencies 






The literature reviewed covers artist archives and the preservation their artwork. It 
will focus on challenges faced and the overall importance of saving artwork as a way to 
preserve an important subset of the world’s culture. An artist’s agency in deciding what 
happens to their work in various phases of preservation, migration, or emulation is an 
important topic that will also be discussed. How an institution prioritizes the work in their 
collection for preservation and how they gauge their ability based on staff, funding, and 
technological resources will be considered.  
A broad overview of digital stewardship will funnel into how archivists and arts 
professionals are grappling with complex preservation issues. These issues pertain to 
individual artworks and the artist’s intention. Lastly, collaborations within an institution 
as well as larger multi-institutional partnerships will be addressed. Collaboration can be 
an effective use of time and effort, but overall education surrounding the field of digital 
preservation is lacking in certain levels of organizations. There are situations where 
partnerships have been successful as well as those that do more to complicate the work of 
the professionals involved. 
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Artist Archives and New Media 
“It is possible to say, without fear of exaggeration, that no other period of human 
history has experienced the same rate of technological obsolescence than the digital age.” 
(Rubio & Wharton, 2020)  
The preservation of new media artwork is complicated in that they can be 
dependent on existing systems in order to operate in perpetuity. New media art cannot 
exist without a combination of software, hardware, languages or devices. Three looming 
threats for new media art are diffusivity, data obsolescence, and physical degradation 
(Fino-radin, 2020). Another main consideration when archiving complex new media 
artworks is how to monitor version control (Barok et. al., 2019). Reuse and reimagination 
must be considered. In her case study on documentation possibilities for environmental 
art, Elizabeth England (2017) writes, “For many land artists, the landscape serves as a 
temporary structure for their art, its longevity subject to the surrounding environment and 
events, after which the artwork will be either forgotten or remembered through 
documentation.” In keeping with the thinking that new media exists in an ever-changing 
digital landscape, there is a possibility to pre-emptively consider new forms a work may 
take through emulation, migration or reinterpretation. 
Information provided by the artists can also provide a framework for how to 
preserve the artwork. There have been attempts to intake information that artists would 
like to accompany their work in the form of metadata. The Variable Media Initiative has 
developed an Artists’ Questionnaire that records “opinions on how to preserve creative 
works when their current medium becomes obsolete.” (Variable Media, n.d.) Rhizome, a 
web platform that operates a digital media archive, has put this questionnaire into use 
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through its submission form. Artists add their own metadata to their work and 
provide their intent for the work in the future. The organization also contends with 
discipline-specific challenges and authenticity issues in maintaining their archive, which 
may be different than the issues that arise in traditional archives and libraries, but ones 
that need to be consistently addressed (Fino-radin, 2020).  
 
Agency and Responsibility  
This study addresses how institutions make decisions about the preservation and 
documentation of new media art, based on their amount of technical knowledge, available 
resources and the artists’ wishes. Documenting as much information about an artwork 
from the artist at the time of acquisition is key as preservation becomes even more 
difficult to plan for and, therefore, prioritize if the artist is unavailable or has passed away 
(Wharton, n.d.). 
Artists who work in new media think about continual migration and preservation 
of their digital collections. There are many benefits of involving the artist in their own 
preservation practices. They can provide a framework for the value of artwork. Artists 
have natural archival impulses and have worked autonomously in storing and managing 
their collections (Vaknin, Stuckey & Lane, 2013). It is important that there be a constant 
conversation surrounding artistic support and resources for makers, with their needs at 
the forefront of all preservation practices. 
The post-custodial landscape of archiving means moving away from a centralized 
space that one institution controls. (Tate, 2008) Rhizome’s digital art archive, Artbase, 
functions as both a space to preserve digital artwork and also to “contribute to the 
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ongoing dialog of emergent best practices in preserving digital artifacts.” (Fino-
radin, 2020) In the realm of community archiving, participatory record-keeping is 
championed and is a good example of how the wishes of the contributors to and subjects 
of an archive should take precedent (Rolan, 2017). This can be directly applied to an 
artists’ involvement in the preservation of their own work, especially as many artists deal 
with preservation before it becomes owned or collected by an institution or individual.  
The reality is, it is difficult for artists to steward their collections long-term based 
on lack of resources, including funding, preservation knowledge and access to new 
technologies. “Though the artist may be the best source of information for what is or is 
not a part of the art object, it must be considered how much artists can, or do, exert 
control over the accessibility of information about their works.” (England, 2017) There 
must be a collaborative effort between artists and institutions to preserve their work for 
the future which in turn contributes to the preservation of current artistic culture. 
 
Digital Stewardship  
This section addresses challenges in the archives field and, specifically, 
challenges for artists and cultural heritage institutions. The goal of digital stewardship is 
to support the digital materials throughout their entire life. 
“Digital stewardship satisfyingly brings preservation and  
curation together in one big, happy package, pulling in  
the lifecycle approach of curation along with research in  
digital libraries and electronic records archiving, broadening  
the emphasis from the e-science community on scientific  
data to address all digital materials.” (Lazorchak, 2011) 
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While there are many toolkits that have been published and are helpful to 
reference, organizations become easily overwhelmed and loose motivation if they are 
unable to implement those high standards. The preservation of new media artwork exists 
within this cycle of digital curation. 
There is an implementation gap that exists within cultural heritage institutions 
stemming from staff turnover and lack of digital preservation education at the decision-
making levels, among others (Rafferty & Pad, 2017). Much of the research in this area 
has addressed top-down buy in and the need to prove the importance of digital 
preservation projects. It is difficult to commit to such long-term goals because of time, 
resources and grant cycles. Another large administrative issue is the knowledge gap that 
exists between digital stewards and leadership. There is a need for training and “need for 
educational resources and training opportunities that focus on this group specifically.” 
(Blumenthal, et. al., 2020) 
The research done in What’s Wrong with Digital Stewardship brings up the 
reasons why many digital stewards are dissatisfied, including “the absence of a long-term 
vision for digital stewardship disempowers practitioners.”  They do not address specific 
prioritization workflows. Acknowledging the fact that can seem nearly impossible to 
adhere to certain standards set by digital curation lifecycles, I am looking to find out how 
individuals and organizations prioritize their digital preservation work. What methods 
have they set up internally to begin preservation projects? 
Because technology changes so swiftly in our current times, preservation projects 
can feel equally important and overwhelming. In turn, organization policies are 
underdeveloped and lack well-defined guidelines. They don’t often maintain standards 
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such as interoperable controlled vocabulary or running checksums to detect 
errors that may have happened during file transfers (Evens & Hauttekeete, 2011). In 
reality, with institutions struggling with time and resources, lengthy policies that adhere 
to international standards are sometimes not entirely possible.  
Costis Dallas (2016) argues for a more pragmatic approach to digital curation. He 
acknowledges that the mainstream approaches to a curation cycle are at odds with post-
custodial ideas in archival science. The idea of a future where “archivists will no longer 
physically acquire and maintain records, but that they will provide management oversight 
for records that will remain in the custody of the record creators” can be directly applied 
to institutions stewarding artists’ new media artwork (Pearce-Moses, 2005). Many arts 
professionals do not have training or very little digital preservation training. 
Collaborative partnerships may be a key component to a post-custodial institution that 
provides the appropriate care for their collections.  
 
Collaborative Partnerships 
While partnerships and collaborations may provide important resources and ideas, 
they are not always the only solution and come with their own risks. Partnering can help 
artists and arts professionals in their ability to digitize and care for digitized collections. 
There are projects, toolkits, resource pages, and workshops institutions provide regarding 
digital curation. It is important for organizations and individual artists to know what 
kinds of information, best practices and standards exist. They can then choose what they 
have the capacity to prioritize and what can be planned for the future. There have been 
considerations when it comes to open access resources. Because each institution is so 
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different, it can be overwhelming to try to sort through these types of materials 
(Schweikert, 2018).  
There have been studies that look at reasons for partnerships. They offer 
reflections on how each party felt about the successes of the partnership as well as the 
challenges. One study argues that the overarching reason for the partnership was to 
provide access to digitized materials for the benefits of their community of users, but 
because of the contexts, types of users, and collection diversity of each institution, they 
delt with constant challenges (Duff et. al., 2013). Another study notes that “successful 
collaboration depends, ultimately, on the ability of the collaborators to identify 
substantive commonalities as well as substantive differences in services and practices and 
to build partnerships that recognize and respect these commonalities and differences” 
(Martin, 2007) Radical Collaboration is the key concept here in order to truly understand 
how each stakeholder operates, what they need, and how to work together to get it. 
(McGovern, 2018) 
An important matter to consider is that partnerships and collaborations can also 
exist within institutions. Support and trust within an institution is equally necessary for 
the success of digital preservation projects. (Rafferty and Pad) Education on the 
importance of digital preservation is imperative to a successful preservation strategy 
(Guo & Acar, 2005) (Perry, 2005). This need is especially important because of the way 
new media art is made. The materials, systems and technology are becoming more 
complex and varied. This variation of materials produces a rich change in the aesthetics 
of art. Its evolution within our culture will be an important process to preserve. (Thoma 
Foundation, n.d.) The Variable Media Initiative proposes “an unconventional 
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preservation strategy based on identifying ways that creative works might 
outlast their original medium.” Institutions have the ability to work together to 
collaborate on preservation strategies. 
There has been research done on the experiences of institutions as they work in 
collaboration with one another. Reasons for these partnerships vary but include the 
opportunity to “take advantage of technological developments,” as a cost-saving strategy. 
Institutions can also work together to adapt to an evolving understanding of digital 
surrogates as objects. “The limits to convergence among libraries, archives and museums 
are often couched in terms of perceived differences in how librarians, archivists, and 
museum professionals view their collections, their users, and their cultural mandates.” 
This is another example of how context, users, and diversity of collections prevent all 
convergences or collaborations from making sense (Duff et. al., 2013). 
It seems that even before organizational collaboration for small institutions can 
happen there must be an understanding of where their similarities and differences lie in 
their current strategy. “Sharing detailed procedures, documents and examples of how to 
preserve a digital file from beginning to end would assist smaller institutions in 
developing their own documents” (Rafferty & Pad, 2017). This idea of sharing 
information prompted my interest in finding out if arts institutions are actually able to 









Research Questions and Key Terms 
This study investigates how art institutions are prioritizing the preservation of their 
new media artworks and digital collections. The literature in this realm references a 
number of preservation challenges faced by institutions. I hope to contribute to this 
research by documenting what factors make it difficult for institutions to prioritize this 
work. My aim is to further explore how institutions involve the artists’ themselves in the 
preservation planning process. The current Covid-19 pandemic has made institutions 
upend their processes and shift how they carry out their mission. My research investigates 
the production of digital materials at this time and if that, in turn, affected institutional 
decisions for future digital preservation projects and processes.  
My research touches on a number of key concepts and terms. Prioritization is defined 
by dictionary.com as a way “to arrange (items to be attended to) in order of their relative 
importance.” This term is included to emphasize the relationship among preservation 
practices, values and resources within the institutions included in this study.  
The relatively new field of digital curation, as noted above, “involves 
maintaining, preserving and adding value to digital research data throughout its lifecycle. 
Curation enhances long-term value of data and ensure that…digital objects remain 
authentic, reliable and usable whilst at all times maintaining their integrity. (DCC) Digital 
Preservation processes are an important step to consider in the curation life cycle. They 
are “aimed at ensuring the continued accessibility of digital materials. To do this involves 
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finding ways to re-present what was originally presented to users by a 
combination of software and hardware tools acting on data. (UNESCO, n.d.)”  
It is important to note the distinctions in terminology of digitized, born-digital and 
digital materials throughout this paper. In speaking with participants, it became clear that 
there is a lot of overlap when it comes to digitized materials. Digitized materials are 
analog materials that become digital through methods such as scanning or photographing. 
Born-digital materials are those that originate in digital form (Yale, n.d.) Digital objects 
encompass any item that exists in a digital format. Digital art is a similar umbrella term 
which describes a work of art whose format “may be as simple as digital photography or 
it may be much more complex in that it could be mixed media, dynamic, or could require 
recreation of an entire installation to render it effectively. More complex forms of digital 
art will likely require one-off solutions” (Erway, 2010). Many institutions use 
terminology interchangeably as the field is very fluid at this point in time. I will go 
forward using the term new media art to encompass all artwork that uses digital 
technology in its creation or for display. The term new media “is used to describe the 
sophisticated new technologies that have become available to artists since the late 1980s 
that can enable the digital production and distribution of art” (Tate, n.d.).  It is important 
to note that institutions also deal with preservation issues surrounding their digital image 
collections, which include documentation of artworks in their collections. Distinctions 






The qualitative phenomenological method employed in this study provides access 
to the inner workings of small to medium sized cultural heritage institutions’ 
relationships to born-digital preservation processes. Data was collected through both a 
web-based survey and semi-structured interviews. The use of a survey to collect data was 
both to gain a general understanding of where institutions were in their planning for 
prioritization as well as find appropriate participants for interviews. This mixed methods 
approach added a layer of triangulation to the process and each method informed the 
overall results.  
I chose surveys as the initial method of data collection in order to obtain 
preliminary information regarding what types of arts institutions were prioritizing born-
digital preservation, who was involved in the process and if the Covid-19 pandemic 
affected their priorities given the amount of additional digital media being produced. The 
survey was sent to an email list I compiled of one hundred and fifty arts professionals 
who were directly involved in digital preservation decision-making processes. The survey 
responses informed the development of interview questions. Learning more about new 
media collections and anecdotes about specific artworks were imperative in 
understanding the intricacies of prioritizing digital preservation. 
Survey participants volunteered to be contacted at the end of the survey and four 
professionals agreed to an interview. I chose interviews as a secondary data collection 
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source to gain detailed descriptions of individual institutions’ preservation 
priorities, including specific examples of preservation issues, and how digital 
preservation planning could be made more of a priority within their institution’s 
workflow. Interviews were held and recorded using Zoom video conferencing platform 
and over the phone using the recording application TapeACall. Both software provided 




The population I targeted were archivists, registrars and conservationists working 
within art institutions that collect or plan to collect born-digital new media artworks, 
including artworks. They are working to preserve the materials and make them accessible 
to those working within their institution or the public. I used convenience sampling to 
ensure that I was targeting a group of professionals working within these parameters. The 
primary purpose of collecting an initial round of data via anonymous survey was to be 
able to reach a wide audience and obtain a snapshot of the population.  
 To compile my email list, I identified organizations that had members working 
directly within the archives field. Emails were collected from both the Visual Resources 
Association and Society of American Archivists directories. I pinpointed individuals 
working with digital archives, collection management or curation and cross-referenced 
that their institution had an arts focus. Additional recipients were picked based on the 
born-digital artworks in their collections or artists they represent. This process involved 
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going through individual gallery, museum and archive websites and searching 
for similar job title requirements.  
I sent out the recruitment email detailing the purpose of the study and the types of 
participants I was seeking. I noted the survey (Appendix C.) would take approximately 
15 minutes to complete, their answers would remain anonymous and that although 
compensation would not be provided, their response would contribute to a better 
understanding of specialized preservation practices.  
Surveys were anonymized but individuals who volunteered to be interviewed 
included their identifying information. The purpose of these interviews was to speak 
directly with professionals working on digital preservation processes and expand upon 
their survey responses. I was interested in receiving further information surrounding the 
specific born-digital materials and artworks they are dealing with as well as policies they 
plan to implement. In the Handbook of Interview Research, Carol A. B. Warren notes 
that “Interview participants are more likely to be viewed as meaning makers.” One 
benefit of collecting data through interviews is having someone with a first-hand account 
of a process. The interview participant is able to expand upon their experiences in context 
and speak to their priorities as individual decision makers and their institutional priorities.  
 
Data Collection  
In order to collect survey data, I drafted and sent a recruitment email (Appendix 
A.) to the one hundred and fifty individuals identified above explaining the study, its 
purpose and the information I was hoping to receive. A link to the Qualtrics™ survey, a 
web-based survey tool, was included. Emails were sent in batches between January and 
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February of 2021. Responses were recorded through March 10, 2021. Of the 
one hundred and fifty people emailed, thirty-three clicked on the survey link, fourteen 
filled out the entire survey, six partially responded and thirteen people did not respond to 
any of the questions. I chose to analyze all responses as I was not planning to 
quantitatively analyze the results. 
 The seventeen-question survey consisted of eleven multiple choice questions, two 
rank-choice questions and four long-form response questions (Appendix C.). The results 
of the survey were analyzed to inform the next data collection phase, including the 
drafting of interview questions. 
Of the fourteen full survey respondents, six agreed to be interviewed. A total of 
four responded to my follow-up email. I emailed those individuals to confirm their 
interest, to remind them of the study’s purpose, and attached an informed consent form 
that detailed what participation would entail (Appendix B.). The nature of the Covid-19 
pandemic did not allow for in-person interviews to take place. Participants were asked to 
provide a convenient interview time and a choice to speak via a Zoom video call or over 
the phone. The four Interviews were scheduled and took place the week of March 8-12, 
2021 with three choosing Zoom and one choosing a phone call. All conversations were 
recorded with the participants agreeing verbally and through a consent question 
immediately preceding the start of recording. These recordings were transcribed and used 
during the data analysis portion of the study.  
Once recording began, I reminded participants of the nature of the study. I 
reserved time at the end to follow-up on any responses that were unclear and to ask 
additional questions based on earlier responses. I followed the questions on the interview 
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guide (Appendix D.), although many of the questions were answered as 
participants expanded upon the nature of their institution, its collections, their policies, 
and goals. The information obtained in my dataset answered my research questions as 
fully as possible.  
 
Data Analysis  
I analyzed the survey responses and interviews to confirm that the respondents 
were aligned with the purpose of the study. First, the responses to the survey questions 
were coded and grouped into categories based on patterns. These categories were then 
used to inform the interview questions.  
I interviewed four professionals, recording three interviews over Zoom and one 
using the phone application TapeACall. Both of these services automatically generated a 
transcript that I read through once to edit sections that weren’t properly recorded. I 
listened a second time, took notes from these interviews, summarized the data obtained, 
and hand-coded them using color coding that I attached key words to. This allowed me to 
categorize the data and find patterns within the individual interviews. I also noted specific 
cases and anecdotes that were brought up by the participants that illustrated projects and 
processes important to my research questions. I read through the interviews a third time 
and grouped the patterns from all of the interviews into overarching themes that I used to 








My role in the investigation was to collect survey results and interviews from 
those working in arts organizations that are actively preserving or planning to preserve 
born-digital collections and artworks. I worked for an art school and artists’ residency 
program for ten years and am an artist with a BFA in Fine Arts. I am personally invested 
in the preservation of artwork. I recognize the impact a digital archive can have on both 
an institution and an individual artist. I also realize that stewarding digital materials is a 
large and long-term undertaking. Small arts organizations have fewer resources to rely on 
when considering the complex lifecycle of this type of material. I am aware of the biases 





           









Research Quality and Ethical Considerations 
In order to establish trustworthiness, I provided both survey and interview 
participants a full research plan, thorough context for the purpose of my research and was 
transparent about my positionality as a researcher. I believe that my positionality brought 
a sense of comradery and understanding to the process as I have worked in small arts 
organizations in the past and understand many of the issues that come up when planning 
for the future. It can be intimidating to acknowledge that an institution does not have a 
preservation plan, or if it is minimal. In order to minimize these threats, I ensured 
anonymity in the survey-portion of the research study unless participants chose to share 
contact information to be interviewed. I redacted all identifying participant information in 
the interview transcripts and results section of this paper. 
I was able to ensure dependability of the interview data by rereading the interview 
transcripts while listening back on the recorded versions. I used triangulation in my data 
analysis. I also provide detailed description in the results section of this study in order to 
show the nuances within each institution based on funding, staff experience with and 
access to technology and communication. While this research cannot be generalized to 
pertain to all arts institutions working with digital materials, it provides a look at what 
professionals are considering when it comes to future digital art acquisitions and what 






Survey responses provided anonymous information surrounding the new media 
artwork with which the participants work and if they consider the preservation of these 
items. Of respondents surveyed, Fifty-two percent identified their institution as being a 
museum. Eighty-five percent of respondents surveyed said that their institution collects, 
exhibits or sells born-digital artwork with one stating no and two stating they were 
unsure. Of the four professionals interviewed, Participants 1 and 2 were from mid-sized 
art museums and Participants 3 and 4 from smaller, independent arts organizations. The 
four interview participants in this study discussed preservation strategies, how they plan 
to prioritize certain artworks, and realities of digital preservation that make it difficult to 
carry out certain plans. 
 
Prioritization 
The ability to prioritize new media collections that include a variety of digital 
materials is based on many things, including an artwork or collection’s historic value, 
monetary value and its potential for future use. An institution may decide on levels of 
care based on the value a certain work holds or the resources currently available. After 
the initial coding of the surveys, it became clear that the majority of the respondents 
struggled with prioritizing the preservation of all of their born-digital materials. These 
materials included new media artwork, websites that act as an organization’s platform for 
  23 
sharing work made by artists with whom they work, and digital photographs 
that document works the institution own.  
Survey participants were asked to rank their institutions’ prioritization of 
preservation and the areas they considered a priority within their preservation parameters. 
More than half of respondents (sixty-eight point forty-two percent) said that their 
institutions considered and actively discussed the preservation of born-digital artworks or 
exhibitions. Two people said it was considered, three people responded saying it was not 
considered and one responded with I don’t know. When it came to prioritization of 
preservation, on a scale of one to ten, twenty-four percent of respondents highly prioritize 
their digital preservation, thirty-five percent ranked it as neither being prioritized nor 
ignored, and forty-one percent ranked it closer to not a priority. These professionals 
ranked digital artworks and digitized copies of analog artworks as the priority areas in 
their digital preservation. Websites and virtual exhibitions were given less consideration.  
While the importance of and need to prioritize preservation of their digital media 
was deeply stressed by those I interviewed, they struggled because of a range of 
roadblocks. The following themes, which emerged from the collected data, provide a 
detailed description of how institutions consider their work and ways to inform future 
prioritization of digital preservation. 
 
Preservation Policies 
Institutional policies can provide important frameworks for setting departmental 
goals. I was interested to hear if both interview and survey respondents had preservation 
policies in place and if they were adhered to. Almost seventy percent of survey 
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respondents said their institution has preservation or conservation policies or 
guidelines, four people said they don’t and two were unsure (Figure 1.). The 
formalization of these policies ranged, with half of respondents saying it was formalized 
or written down. The the other half was split between verbal policies and making 
preservation decisions on a case-by-case basis (Figure 2). This question provided a write 
in “other” section where many participants noted that they are “in the process of 
formalizing our policies” and that it was an “ongoing process and not yet codified.” It 
was also noted that formalization hasn’t happened because institutions only own a few 
digital artworks. They “don’t currently have dedicated workflows” and “they are learning 









Does your institution have preservation or conservation policies or guidelines?




Formalized or Written Down (11)
If yes, are they formalized or written down, verbal or are they on a case-by 
case basis?
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Interviews helped to illustrate why it can be hard to write a formal policy knowing 
that each case is different depending on the type of media at hand and the resources 
available at any given time. None of the participants interviewed have a dedicated policy 
for born-digital artwork but rather general guidelines for preservation practices.  
Participant 2 noted that their institution has used Federal Agencies 
Digital Guidelines Initiative (FADGI) best practices to inform the policy they have. They 
have just acquired their first partially born-digital artwork and have already learned a 
great deal about what to put into their acquisition policies and agreements that will help 
to inform future preservation practices. Both Participants 1 and 2, who work in art 
museums, discussed the overarching electronic records management policies in place 
which partially apply to born-digital artworks. 
Participants 3 and 4 both noted that preservation policies are difficult to put into 
place as they can never guarantee that they will be followed based on the resources 
available at any given time, such as funding and staff experience, which will be discussed 
in more detail later in this study. Ultimately, policies should not be put in place if they 
cannot be supported financially as a policy denotes a long-term commitment. These 
institutions address the needs of their collections and individual new media artworks on a 
case-by-case basis. Unfortunately, this can lead to conservation issues in the future that 
may have been avoided had materials been maintained on a timeline in keeping with an 
institutional policy. 
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Staff Knowledge 
Participants shared that staff knowledge was a key factor in the ability to 
prioritize preservation. Having an education in digital curation workflows and best 
practices is an important foundation to have when considering how to preserve materials 
for the future. Shared knowledge among institutions and the digital preservation 
community as a whole are important resources. Survey and Interview participants alike 
noted that looking to other institutions, whch collect the same works or have detailed 
policies about born digital artwork is helpful in knowing how to craft policies and 
determine how to care for their digital media. Multiple respondents mentioned that the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Time-Based artist questionnaires were helpful in crafting 
policy language and acquisition agreements. 
Interview participants 1 and 2 noted that they were recently hired by their 
museums to perform specific work with technology and digital media. Their positions 
were newly created or specifically altered to include digital preservation work. 
Participant 3 noted that their head archivist had been with the organization for over 20 
years and, while they have no formal archival training, make it a point to go to any 
conference or webinar in order to build their skills. Participant 2 said they are constantly 
looking for grants to support professional development for training. Education is an 
ongoing part of digital preservation work given the speed at which technology changes, 
becomes obsolete, and breaks down. Institutions must support their staff in gaining the 
necessary skills to keep up with these constant changes in the field. 
One of the most salient comments regarding the difficulty of prioritization of 
digital media within arts organizations came from Participant 2, who said that “the 
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interesting crux is… there aren’t a lot of people that are interested in history, 
archival work and preserving cultural heritage that are also super interested in future 
technology.” This comment illustrates the disconnect among artists and their work, 
institutions that collect and curate it, and those professionals tasked with its maintenance. 
It should be noted that there may be other reasons for this, including hiring practices and 
applicant pool. This comment poses an interesting question for future research studies. 
 
Communication 
Communication was a common theme in long-form survey responses and 
interviews alike. Survey respondents were asked about institutional and artist 
responsibilities when it came to preservation of digital art. One survey respondent said: 
“Artists should provide all software possible to the extent of source code 
for private, archival purposes, any firmware, and even duplicates of 
specific devices at the time of purchase pending malfunction and 
obsolescence.” 
 
while another noted: 
“Museums need to take responsibility for being proactive in their care and 
documentation of digital works; learning their specific requirements and 
gaining the technical skills necessary to care for the works.” 
 
With these considerations in mind, communication with artists at the time of acquisition 
is paramount. The information shared by artists may come in the form of metadata. 
Participant 4 noted that “we ask the artists to generate their own descriptive metadata. 
They play a key role in the cataloging process.”  
One of the questions that came up during interviews was that of the ability to 
contact an artist in the future and if this should be worked into acquisition agreements. 
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An example that came out of the Covid-19 pandemic was that there were large 
changes in how the institution could potentially present artworks to their community. 
Work was being viewed in vastly different ways and questions surrounding the ability to 
stream a video versus how it would generally be shown projected in a gallery came into 
question. One interview participant noted: 
“When digital pieces are acquired… that's a key moment to acquire information 
from artists… what are the essential components of the artwork and how can we 
exhibit it? We have plenty of pieces that are … video works but… is important to 
have the experience of showing the video in a gallery setting or is it fine to 
broadcast on zoom or use on Vimeo. Those are questions that are left unanswered 
for a lot of pieces.”  
 
This also relates to the future of how time-based media and other digital artworks could 
be shown. In fifty years, there may be a new platform for viewing. Being able to contact 
the artist to hear their preferences would be a respectful way to handle this situation. This 
is not always possible considering the artist may not be living. Also, as Participant 1 
noted, once an artwork has been sold, it is in the museum’s hands as to how they want to 
show it. They can decide how authentically and as close to its original form to present the 
artwork. 
Participant 3, who works at a small arts organization, brought up that there are 
two types of artists they work with: those who provide their work or documentation of 
artwork and you never hear from again and those who will want to check in and provide 
you with updated information and documentation. The pandemic brought up questions 
about the future of virtual experiences and what showing work means when an institution 
is not solely a physical space. These situations bring up additional questions for artists 
during the initial acquisition or handover of the work. 
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More communication among conservationists, archivists and curators 
could result in collectively providing the most appropriate preservation suggestions. The 
recent acquisition of Participant 2’s first partly-digital artwork encouraged new 
conversations surrounding future acquisitions and lessons learned. Without answers to 
particular questions of the technology in a work of art, barriers arise from the start, and 
hinder the ability to make short- and long-term digital preservation decisions. Given that 
both digital materials and their place in institutional collections are in their infancy, it is 
hard to say if best practices now will be the same in the future. 
 
Technology 
The technical side of digital preservation was overwhelmingly discussed in 
relation to institutional priorities. Interview responses provided rich description of the 
nuances that technology brings to preservation work. Participants 1 and 2 discussed many 
of the things that they want to implement at their institutions, both in terms of storage and 
format updates. They both emphasized the importance of knowing what aspects of a new 
media artwork are important to preserve. This includes the format information, hardware, 
and software a piece uses to run and how technology is used in the display of a work, 
such as a time-based media in the form of a projection or screening. 
Participant 2 described the digital asset management system they have in place 
that helps them stay ahead of any deterioration, such as bit rot, with an alert system. One 
of the main elements the vendor sold them on was this built-in system. The automation of 
check sums allows for less staff time used and may catch issues that staff are unaware of. 
Participant 2 had a great deal of knowledge when it came to specific recommendations in 
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terms of condition checking, check sums, the importance of digital surrogates, 
and the acquisition of a RAID drive. It was important for them to try to mitigate 
emergency scenarios.  
Participants 3 and 4 noted that their website acts as a major access point for their 
collection. Participant 3 noted that they redid their website and are using a new back-end 
content management system, Content DM, but that it was many years in the making. One 
emergency scenario that was mentioned by Participant 4 was the fact that their website 
was developed by a staff member who no longer works at the organization and they 
struggle with updates and are looking to transfer to a new system. One participant noted 
that “they don’t have a web team and building a platform or that infrastructure takes 
some serious skills and money… [making work accessible online] is a really great goal to 
widen accessibility.” 
Because technology changes rapidly, it is important that staff stay up to date on 
current best practices and the preservation needs of different technologies housed in their 
collections. Conversations circled back to staff knowledge being of utmost importance in 
order to recognize what is needed prior to acquisition to maintain the work of art. They 
must know how handle works that need to be migrated, emulated, or have their hardware 
or software updated. 
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Funding 
Unsurprisingly, funding is one of the main themes that stemmed from every 
other emergent theme. The survey results showed that all but one 
respondent said funding hinders their ability to discuss or plan for digital 
preservation. All respondents noted that staff have limited time and capacity 
to focus on preservation needs, which directly pertains to the number of 
staff an institution is able to hire to perform the work needed. During the 
interview portion of this study, participants were candid around their ability 
to raise funds and have them earmarked for digital preservation work. Out 
of the four participants interviewed, the two working in small, non-profits 
were very honest about their ability to plan for long-term preservation and, 
though it would be great, they are more concerned with their community to 
have immediate access to the collections. Time is spent on cataloging, 
acquiring metadata and digitizing analog materials rather than long-term 
digital preservation planning. Interview participants noted the importance of 
knowing the limitations of your institution and not acquiring artworks that 
will be impossible to care for overtime is key, so you are not setting yourself 
up to fail.  
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Advocating for funding was something respondents struggled with, both 
within their institution and when applying for grant funding. Participant 1 said that, “our 
conservation department is always talking about getting an outside consultant to do a 
once-over of all of our digital works and get some advice on it. But how do you advocate 
for funding when you don’t know how to articulate what they might do and what value 
they might add?” Funding for the safety and organization of new media artworks includes 
the consideration of proprietary digital asset and content management systems which can 
be a continual cost. Long-term costs can be hard to plan for, especially as a non-profit 
who relies on donor and grant funding. It can be difficult to prioritize this work if funding 
is constantly fluctuating. 
Additionally, departmental responsibility is important to consider as digital 
preservation concerns begin to grow if new media artwork is collected more extensively. 
Digital curation pairs the traditional the archival and conservation field with new 
technologies that IT departments have traditionally delt with. Existing positions and 
departmental structures may or may not support this type of work. The future of how 
these departments grow and work together on these issues merit further investigation. 
 
Mini Cases 
These three mini case studies illustrate a variety of institutional considerations 
and concerns that were brought up during the interviews.  
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Projector Mini Case  
This case illustrates hardware considerations art professionals contend with in 
their collections. The institution purchased a video work that is projected in the gallery 
using three mini projectors. The mini projectors are visible to the viewer and act as 
objects in the space when the work is shown. Projectors do not last forever, which means 
there are future costs attached to the replacement of parts or whole projectors. There is 
also a chance that the company making the projectors may cease to exist or stop 
producing that particular model, opening up questions of obsolescence and the need to 
essentially change a portion of the artwork if, in fact, the projectors are even considered 
part of the work. These are the types of questions that must be asked at the time of 
acquisition. The communication among the curator, archivist, and artist must be 
intentional. It is important that the archivist provide questions to ask the artist when 
contemplating a sale or at the time of acquisition. This type of forward thinking is 
paramount to prioritizing works in the collection and their long-term survival based upon 
the artists’ choice and the institution’s resource planning. 
 
Source Code Mini Case  
This case illustrates additional issues arts professionals must consider, pertaining 
to a particular new media artwork. It is important for conservators and archivists to know 
about an artworks’ materials and technologies, including its software or hardware. The 
institution owns a new media artwork that uses a specific controller used to run the lights 
in prescribed sequences. If it breaks, it is important to know if it is a type of firmware, 
raspberry file or simple NTSF file system. The backend of this artwork is the key to the 
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entire vision of the piece and professionals should know how to replicate the 
file if it becomes corrupted or provide maintenance in order to prevent any deterioration. 
Similar to the previous piece, these types of questions should be asked during acquisition 
in order to provide specific information for conservators and archivists going forward. 
Having as much information about a piece as possible removes the guess work and makes 
prioritization easier.  
 
Phone App Mini Case  
This case illustrates the swift changes in technology that make an archivists’ job 
challenging and illustrates the need to stay current on changes within the field. This 
institution acquired a traditional photographic work that also uses a phone application to 
enhance the image. They did not, however, receive the source code for the application 
and the artist will not provide it at this later stage. It also only runs on an iPhone, which is 
an accessibility issue as well. It is important to have all of the information in order to 
preserve something or else the questions surrounding how to move forward with 
preservation can stunt the process. This case was particularly thought-provoking as they 
had been communicating with another institution who owns the same work of art and are 
having the same issues. The ability to communicate with other institutions to learn how 
they are handling these issues is helpful when prioritizing works in the collection. 
Overall, it emphasizes the importance of museum staff knowing what is included in a 
sale, and what part of a new media work is most important to preserve.  The need to 
preserve ephemerality in artwork will vary from artists to artist. Institution’s, however, 
will need to consider what ephemerality means in regard to the value of the work they 
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purchased. Not everything has to be preserved, but they should understand 
what the future of their investment will be. 
The participant mentioned that “it is a fun challenge and it’s going to open up 
discussions about what is this app experience, do we consider it ephemeral and is it okay 
if it only works during these x-number of years because that’s how the experience was in 
2020, everybody had apps for everything?” They go on to discuss ideas of emulation and 
further research that needs to take place in collaboration with the museum’s curators. A 
running theme through these mini cases is the benefit for the institution to have access to 
the artist or know what information you need from them at the time of acquisition. This 








This study investigates the preservation practices of cultural heritage institutions 
and how they prioritize their preservation of digital collections based on financial, 
technological and staffing resources. It addresses the commitment institutions have to the 
long-term care of artworks and how their preservation plan reflects this. This study 
provides informational descriptions of cases at museums, galleries and online exhibition 
platforms but the results of the study can apply to a variety of spaces. I gathered data on 
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how professionals make sense of a preservation process while dealing with 
certain organizational limitations. I would like to circle back to my initial research 
questions to summarize what the survey and interview data offers to the larger cultural 
heritage community. 
 
How are art institutions prioritizing the preservation of their new media artworks? 
The research shows that policies are born out of experience. One museum noted 
that when they acquired their first work of art with a software component, it prompted 
them to have discussions about important questions to ask the artist. We were able to see 
how institutions are planning for the future of collecting digital artworks. One participant 
confirmed, “We have a decent general idea of how to collect with digital works in the 
future but don’t have our process yet codified.” Institutions are hiring professionals who 
are knowledgeable about the digital preservation field. Those organizations that don’t 
have the resources to hire full time digital specialists are using grant funding to hire 
temporary staff to fulfill portions of their mission to digitize artwork and make it 
accessible to the public. 
Institutions recognize that digital preservation is a long-term commitment and, as 
one person noted, “Our institution is working on a preservation policy, progress is slow 
going and generally takes place when issues arise and what time can be devoted.” It is not 
as simple as buying an acid-free box and making sure the temperature and humidity in 
the space is correct. It involves constant checks, updates and forward thinking. 
Professionals also haven’t seen the effects of what digital loss and obsolescence means 
for cultural heritage institutions. The example one interview participant noted was that 
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they lost access to their website and had to use a back-up version saved by a 
larger archive with more resources, which they were grateful existed. These types of 
collaborative partnerships may be the only way some small institutions are able to exist. 
These discussions further push the question of “What does the future of virtual 
sustainability look like?” 
It was especially apparent in interviews with small arts organizations that they 
know their limits. They don’t acquire artwork that they know will be impossible to 
sustain. There are differing levels of preservation prioritization based on grant funding, 
immediate need and staff knowledge and time. It is important to think about risk 
management and consider ways to mitigate risk without working beyond their resources. 
Institutions prioritize preservation at the rate they can maintain and are transparent with 
the artists whose work they are collecting. They also focus on what they can provide to 
their communities and artists, including control, access and a platform. 
There is an inherent link between issues related to new media art and other types 
of digital data, files, hardware and software that an organization produces and maintains. 
While this project began by looking at the new media art, it coincides with larger 
questions of data obsolescence and fragility that many organizations are dealing with in 
their born-digital institutional records. Any institution that produces electronic records 
should be considering their future and know of free, open-source options available to 
them through software such as Bit Curator that help to manage digital materials.  
 
Once an institution acquires a work of digital artwork, how are the artists’ themselves 
involved in the preservation process? 
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Lacking information on the specific software and hardware of a piece of 
artwork as well as guidance from the artist is why many respondents felt it was difficult 
to know how to preserve a piece. In order to help mitigate these issues, it is important to 
know the right questions to ask. This takes a combination of research and 
interdepartmental communication. As one respondent noted, “artists should have a say in 
whether and how their work is preserved,” with another going further to state that “artists 
should be consulted and interviewed at the time of acquisition and for the first few 
iterations of the work in order to ensure their approval for the installation parameters. It is 
important to understand their desires for the preservation.” As many participants noted, 
gaining this knowledge not only helps the artist but informs how an institution manages 
and preserves the work long-term. Having as much information from the beginning of 
acquisition can help professionals in their long-term goals and make it possible to 
prioritize the work on these fragile digital materials.  
 
Has the Covid-19 pandemic made institutions reassess the need for digital 
expansions and, in turn, reassess the need for prioritizing the preservation of born-digital 
materials? 
Survey respondents overwhelmingly noted that the Covid-19 pandemic did make 
digital projects a priority. They offered more digital content to their community and were 
producing more born-digital programs and exhibitions. While participants noted in the 
previous question that they produced more digital content, sixty percent of them say that 
it didn’t affect their prioritization of digital preservation. Of the remaining respondents, 
forty percent did say that their institution reassessed these needs. One participant said, “I 
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don't think the pandemic affected the establishment of better digital 
conservation practices, it just felt like it was a blind side as we were having more regular 
meetings about [conservation]. The objectives of the institution had to be adjusted.” 
The shift toward the use of digital media during the Covid-19 pandemic meant the 
production of recorded virtual presentations and experiences. This production brought up 
considerations about how long those recordings should be preserved. Participant 2 is 
currently keeping institutional event recordings for short-term preservation and will 
assess the need for long-term storage and preservation in the future. The decision to 
preserve may be based on the perceived value of documenting how museums shifted their 
work during this novel time in its history. As mentioned previously, the pandemic did 
raise the following questions: How can artworks be experienced virtually? Is it acceptable 





Impact, Limitations, and Conclusions 
My hope is that this study identified specific roadblocks and current strategic 
shifts in order to make the preservation of digital artwork more of a priority in arts 
institutions. Although the survey and interview data collected cannot offer a generalizable 
conclusion to the entire cultural heritage community, it offers specific cases through 
which others can learn the intricacies on which prioritization depends. The results of the 
study may influence how institutions look at their funding for preservation of artwork and 
long-term planning. I hope that the results can give stakeholders ideas for the future of 
their collections including how to collaborate to obtain the information and resources 
they need.  
It is important to acknowledge that the response rate of thirteen percent was far 
lower than I had initially hoped. The response rate is the main limitation of this study. 
This may be because of the nature of the topic being relatively niche in the world of 
cultural heritage institutions. While new media artworks, and other born-digital materials 
are being created or stewarded in these organizations, the preservation process, as one 
interview participant noted, “is in its infancy.” The results of the survey and interviews 
combined confirmed that arts professionals are concerned with the preservation of their 
new media artworks and digital collections. Another limitation is that I kept my sampling 
open to both museums and small arts organizations, including independent and 
commercial galleries, and those that identify as a combination of organization types. 
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While this provided rich information, it could be beneficial to limit the sample 
to only museums or non-profits with similar institutional models, funding streams, and 
collection policies. 
There are many ways this study could be expanded. Future research could focus 
on any one of the themes addressed. Case studies of individual new media art 
acquisitions could also provide an in-depth look at the process from beginning to end, 
including questions asked and considerations made by stakeholders for long-term 
preservation. It would also be worthwhile to speak to artists making new media artwork 
and learn more about their preservation considerations. This could provide rich 
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Appendix A. Survey Recruitment Email 
 
Hello [Professional or Group], 
 
I am a graduate student in the Master of Science in Library Science program at 
the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill, and I am writing to ask for your 
participation in a research study I am conducting. This study is titled Preservation 
Prioritization for Born-Digital Artwork. The study’s purpose is to explore how arts 
organizations prioritize the preservation their born-digital collections. It will also seek to 
find how the current pandemic and shift in use of digital media affected institutional 
decisions for future digital preservation projects and processes. 
 
Arts professionals, archivists, registrars and conservationists working within 
Galleries, Libraries Archives and Museum institutions are eligible to participate. This 
study seeks to provide more detailed information surrounding the current work being 
done on ongoing preservation projects or practices surrounding born-digital artworks. 
 
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Participants will complete a 
survey that is expected to take approximately 15 minutes. Compensation is not provided 
for this study, but your participation will contribute to a better understanding of 
specialized preservation practices. 
 
If you are interested in participating in this study, please contact me at 
annfish@live.unc.edu. You may also contact my faculty advisor, Helen Tibbo, 
tibbo@live.unc.edu. I appreciate your consideration. 
 





MSLS Candidate, 2021 
School of Information and Library Science 









Appendix B. Interview Informed Consent Form 
 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
Research Information Sheet 
IRB Study #: 20-3163 
Title of Study: Preservation Prioritization for Born-Digital Artwork 
Principal Investigator: Ann Fisher 
 
UNC-Chapel Hill Department: School of Information and Library Science 
Email Address: annfish@live.unc.edu 
Faculty Advisor: Helen Tibbo, School of Information and Library Science 
Faculty Advisor Phone Number:  
Faculty Advisor email: tibbo@email.unc.edu 
 
The purpose of this research study is to explore how arts organizations prioritize 
the preservation their born-digital collections. It will also seek to find how the current 
pandemic and shift in use of digital media affected institutional decisions for future 
digital preservation projects and processes. You are being asked to take part in this 
research study because you have been identified as an Arts professional, archivist, 
registrar or conservationist who works within an institution with born-digital collections 
or exhibits. 
 
Being in a research study is completely voluntary. You can choose not to be in 
this research study. You can also agree to participate now and change your mind later. If 
you choose not to participate, it will not affect your relationship to UNC. If you agree to 
take part in this research, you will be asked to complete an interview to discuss work 
being done on ongoing preservation projects or practices surrounding born-digital 
artworks. 
 
Your participation in this study is expected to take about one hour to complete an 
interview. Other involvement in this study may include answering brief follow-up emails 
to clarify interview responses or to review the findings from your original interview. We 
expect that approximately 8-10 people will take part in the interview portion of this 
research study.  
 
Direct benefits are not expected from taking part in this research study, but your 
participation will contribute to a better understanding of specialized preservation 
practices. 
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This project was determined to be exempt from federal human subjects 
research regulations. 
 
The possible risks to you in taking part in this research are: 
 
• The researcher will request information regarding collections, artworks and 
policies at your institution during the interview. This could result in recognition of 
the place given the relatively small amount of galleries, archives and museums 
collecting born-digital work at this point in time. 
 
• Scheduling and interviews should not involve to physical, psychological, or social 
risks for study participants. 
 
• Breach of confidentiality. 
 
To protect your identity as a research subject: 
 
• Interview questions will focus primarily on institutional policies, prioritization 
and preservation considerations. It is up to you how much information you 
provide to the researcher. 
 
• Contact information, including your name and email address, will be collected for 
communication purposes only. All contact information collected from the survey 
taken will be stored separately from the interview data. The researcher will be the 
only person with access to this information. 
 
• Collected interview data will not be stored alongside or directly associated with 
your name. Interviews may be audio and/or video recorded in order to be accessed 
for analysis of the data obtained. Any mention of identifying information such as 
location or names will be redacted during transcription.  
 
• Participants may request that the audio or video recording be turned off at any 
time during the interview. 
 
• In any publication about this research, your name, institution or other private 
information will not be used. 
 
• Interview recordings will be password protected and stored on the researcher’s 
personal computer for a maximum of 4 months. All interview recordings and 
transcripts will be permanently deleted once the study has concluded. 
 
Check the line that best matches your choice: 
_____ OK to record me during the study 
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_____ Not OK to record me during the study 
If you have any questions about this research study, please contact the Principal 
Investigator named at the top of this form by calling 860-944-1138 or emailing 
annfish@live.unc.edu. If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a 
research subject, you may contact the UNC Institutional Review Board at 919-

























Appendix C. Survey Questions 
 
 
1) What type of archival institution do you work for?  
• Gallery  
• Museum 
• Non-Profit  
• Other (fill in) 
 
2) Does your institution collect, exhibit or sell born-digital artwork or provide virtual 
digital experiences? 
• Yes  
• No  
• Unsure 
 
3) Is preservation of born-digital artworks or exhibitions something that is considered and 
actively discussed at your institution? 
 
• Considered 
• Considered and actively discussed 
• Not considered 
• I don’t know 
 
4) Does your institution have preservation or conservation policies or guidelines? 
• Yes  
• No  
• Unsure 
 
5) If yes, are they formalized or written down, verbal or are they on a case-by-case basis? 





6) How would you rank your institutions’ prioritization of preservation? (1-10, 1 being 
not a priority to 10 being a major priority) 
 
7) Rank the areas you consider a priority when it comes to preservation: 
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Digital Artwork, Digitized images of physical artwork, Virtual exhibitions, 
Institutional records, Website, Other 
 
8) What hinders your ability to discuss or plan for digital preservation practices? 
 
• Staff time 
• Access to technology 
• Funding 
• Artists’ concerns 
• Commitment to long-term management 
• Nothing hinders our ability 
• Other:   
 
9) How do patrons, viewers, collectors access your collection? 
• In-person Exhibitions 
• Virtual Exhibitions 
• Online Database 
• Other: 
 
10) Did the Covid-19 pandemic make your institution reassess the need for digital 
expansions within the institution? How? 
 
11) Did the Covid-19 pandemic make your institution reassess the need to prioritize 
digital preservation? Yes/No 
 
12) How important is it to preserve the work your institution exhibits to experience it the 
future? 
 
13) What should an artists’ role be in the preservation of their artwork? What should an 
institution’s role be in the preservation of artists’ artwork? 
 
14) Please describe your perception of an institution’s responsibilities when exhibiting, 
collecting or selling born-digital artworks. 
 
15) If your institution has a preservation policy, do you feel that the responsibilities you 
mentioned in the previous question are being fulfilled by that policy? Please explain. 
 
16) If you are familiar with any born-digital preservation policies, from your institution 
or others, please provide the link(s) here: 
 
17) Would you be interested in discussing your institution's preservation practices and 








Appendix D. Interview Questions 
• Provide a brief overview of the study and why this interview is of importance. 
• Review study information and recording plans with the participant and obtain 
consent. 
• Begin audio and/or video recording. 
• Ask if the participant has any questions before beginning the study. 
• Begin interview. 
 
1. Please describe your organization or institution’s collection and describe the born-
digital work housed in the collection.  
 
Further details regarding the collection will be obtained through additional 
questions specific to the institution, including: 
 
a. How are the digital collections stored and backed up? 
b. Do you also work with physical artworks? Approximately how much time 
is dedicated to physical versus digital artwork? 
 
2. Please describe your institution’s preservation policy. If you don’t have a formal 
policy, what types of discussions do you have surrounding collection 
preservation? 
 
3. How was this policy developed and implemented? 
 
Further details regarding the policy will be obtained through additional 
questions specific to the institution, including: 
 
a. Who was involved?  
b. How much of the artists’ input is taken into consideration? 
c. Where do you obtain information on preservation best practices? 
d. Has the policy ever needed to be updated or changed? Why? 
 
4. What media do you prioritize when discussing preservation plans? 
 
5. Do you partner with anyone to assist with funding for preservation needs? 
 
6. What technologies are used to aid in your preservation practices (software, 
hardware etc.) 
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7. In terms of staffing, is there a dedicated archivist or conservationist on staff? Who 
takes on the majority of the preservation work? 
 
8. Overall concerns: Do any roadblocks come up when you consider implementing 
or expanding the preservation plan? What are they? 
 
9. Did the Covid-19 pandemic make your institution reassess the need for digital 
expansions or updates? How? 
 
10.  Did the Covid-19 pandemic make your institution reconsider your preservation 
priorities? 
 
11.  Ask any additional follow-up questions based on participant’s responses. 
 
• Interview ends. 
• Discuss any follow-up communication, such as accuracy and confirmation of data 
deletion.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
